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Buddhism in Australia
Anna Halafoff, Deakin University
Buddhism is Australia’s second largest religion, following Christianity. The 2011 Australian Census
 reported a relatively slight, yet significant, decline in Christianity from 63.23% in 2006 to 60.53% in 2011,
 and rise in Buddhism from 2.09% in 2006 to 2.43% in 2011. Islam also rose (from 1.70% in 2006 to
 2.19% in 2011), as did Hinduism (0.74% in 2006 to 1.27% in 2011), Judaism (0.44% in 2006 to 0.45% in
 2011), and Other Religious Groups (0.52% in 2006 to 0.74% in 2011).
The relatively large number of Buddhists in Australia can be explained mostly as a result of migration from
 Asia and also due to conversion, given Buddhism’s popularity in so-called Western societies.  Buddhist
 presence in Australia dates back at least as far as the 1850s Gold Rush period, yet despite this long
 history, relatively little research has been conducted on Buddhism in this country. 
Paul Croucher’s (1989) A History of Buddhism in Australia provides the most comprehensive account of
 the history of so-called ethnic and Western Buddhism in Australia from tales of early contact between
 Indigenous Australians and Guajarati seamen, who had trade links with Java in the first century AD, to
 the large waves of Buddhist immigrants who arrived in Australia in the late 20th Century. 
 Studies of Buddhism in Australia, such as Croucher’s and more recently Cristina Rocha and Michelle
 Barker’s (2010), Buddhism in Australia: Traditions in Change demonstrate that Buddhists, and/or
 Buddhist philosophy and practices, have played a significant role in Australian society, particularly in the
 arts, in healing and wellbeing, in social activism and also in politics. However, more research needs to be
 conducted in order to investigate the changing nature of Buddhism in Australia and also the impact that
 Buddhism has had on Australian culture and life. 
In our 2012 article on ‘Buddhism in Australia: An Emerging Field of Study’ in the Journal of Global
 Buddhism, I, together with Ruth Fitzpatrick and Kim Lam, argued that Buddhism in Australia was an
 emerging field of study and that while there had been an increase in historical, anthropological, and
 sociological scholarship in recent years, a comprehensive analysis of Buddhism in Australia, and
 particularly its impact on Australian life and culture, was yet to be conducted.
When we published our paper we stated that Buddhism in Australia was an emerging multidisciplinary and
 interdisciplinary field of study as a growing number of scholars considered Buddhism in Australia to be
 their primary, or one of their, research interests and that a new multidisciplinary framework for conducting
 research in this field was evolving. We also stated that the rise of interest in Buddhism in Australia within
 a number of prominent academic associations, such as the Australasian Association of Buddhist Studies
 and The Australian Sociological Association, indicated that the study of Buddhism in the Australian
 context was beginning to be taken more seriously. In addition, we noted that the number and quality of
 publications on Buddhism in Australia was also growing steadily, and that the level of critical self-
reflection was increasing.
Since early 2012, these trends have been continuing as scholars at the University of Western Sydney,
 Deakin University, University of Sydney, Charles Darwin University, Monash University, the Nan Tien
 Institute and the Australian National University have held a series of Workshops with Buddhist Councils
 and community leaders to identify areas of interest and community priorities for future research on
 Buddhism in Australia in Melbourne, Canberra, Sydney, Perth, and Hobart. This has led to the formation
 of a Buddhism in Australia Research Network and one collaborative research grant proposal, jointly
 submitted by the Buddhist Council of Victoria and Deakin University, recently received funding from the
 Victorian Multicultural Commission. The Network is in the process of preparing additional grant
 applications and a website describing our activities.
As Australia strengthens its relationship with the entire Asian region, we need to develop a better
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 understanding of Australian Buddhist diaspora communities and also Australian perceptions of
 Buddhism. It is also vital that this research be multidisciplinary in order to accurately describe the flows of
 Buddhism both into and out of Australia and the effect that they have had, and continue to have, on
 Australian society.
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